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Abstract

Non-traditional college students face many barriers in higher education. Non-traditional student
enrollment is on the increase but a significant number of these students never make it to
graduation day. Financial struggles, family obligations, juggling careers, self-confidence, and the
covid-19 pandemic pose as the greatest barriers to success for these students. Research
surrounding these problems and current solutions already in place have increased in recent
decades but little has helped to improve graduation rates. Last dollar scholarships, increases in
grants, and resources for low income students are being utilized at post-secondary institutions all
over the United States but need to be expanded even further. Daycare centers are becoming more
popular on campuses but uniform adoption of this policy is needed to help all student parents.
Mental health resources are available on college campuses but these services are in dire need of
being expanded and promoted. Faculty and administration have the opportunity to expand
success of non-traditional students if they adopt a holistic approach to teaching and dealing with
students.
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Introduction
Approximately seventy four percent of undergraduate college students meet at least one
criterion of being a non-traditional student (Bohl et al, 2017). Unfortunately, many of these
students will never see graduation day. In 2008, a study found that out of those non-traditional
students pursuing an associate’s or bachelors’ degree, a staggering forty six percent of them had
not received their degree and were no longer enrolled after six years. This is compared to only
twenty five percent of traditional students in the same study. Still, non-traditional student
enrollment has seen an upward trend for many years now, begging the question why so many
starts but do not finish.
Adults who are returning to the classroom are one of the many reasons for this trend.
Many of them return to college because they realize that in order to compete in the technology
age they have to start new careers or sharpen their current skillset (McClure, 2017). Earning
some type of credential or working skill is increasingly important to be competitive in today’s
job market. Harvard Business Review coined the term “Degree Inflation”, referring to the
increase of employers who now require a college degree that had not required them in the past
(Khine, 2019). One example is entry level factory workers. Some factories now require postsecondary credentials or several years of work experience. Employment projections show that by
2026, jobs requiring at least a bachelor’s degree will grow at a much faster pace than jobs that do
not require a bachelor’s degree.
This means that earning a college degree is not only important to attaining and retaining
higher paying jobs or jobs that previously had already required a degree, but many middle-skill
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occupations are now harder to land (Khine, 2019). Middle-skill workers like administrative
assistants and sales representatives may have to attain some kind of post-secondary credential to
get or keep their jobs. Furthermore, they would have to enroll in community college, a
university, career program, or other post-secondary institute.
Those middle-skill workers would be considered non-traditional students, meeting more
than one criterion. Working full-time is only one of the criteria that makes someone nontraditional. The definition of a non-traditional students varies but the consensus is a nontraditional student is one who; had delayed enrollment in college after high school by at least one
year, is married, has a child(ren), has other dependents, not having a traditional high school
diploma, being employed full-time, attending college part-time, being 25 years old or older,
being active duty military, or being financially independent (Bohl et al, 2017). Others go on to
include first-generation college students, minorities, and low-income students (Holzer & Xu,
2021). While you only have to meet one criterion to be considered non-traditional, many students
fall under several of the categories.
The population that makes up non-traditional students is nothing short of diverse. Each
student is unique with their own set of circumstances and challenges. Solutions to the lack of
success of these students have to be just as unique and diverse. Barriers for non-traditional
students vary and need to be studied and addressed individually in order for solutions to be put in
place to increase the success rates of these students.
The barriers that non-traditional students face include; financial struggles, family
obligations, juggling careers, and self-confidence issues. The covid-19 pandemic in 2020
exasperated existing barriers and added new challenges. Each barrier proposes many struggles
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faced by students. Affording college is a major complaint amongst all college students, but
financial worries go beyond just paying for tuition.
Financial struggles put such a strain on non-traditional students, they are often forced into
an ultimatum of continuing their education or affording daily needs and dropping out. The cost
of college not only includes tuition, but added fees, textbooks, housing, meal plans, laptops,
transportation, and other living expenses that all contribute to the high cost of attending college.
Many live off campus and may have to drive or use public transportation. Financial aid is
complicated and hard to understand for this group. Because many nontraditional students work
full time or are married and have working spouses, they may not qualify for Pell grants or other
financial aid but still struggle to pay for tuition and other costs on top of their usual financial
obligations: like bills, housing, and family.
Family obligations also often forces non-traditional students to choose between their
family and their education. Students with children struggle to obtain and pay for childcare while
they are in class on campus or studying. Losing quality time with their children and missing out
on milestones is also a frequent complaint among student parents. The work load is often
unbearable and these students do not have the privilege of making school their first priority.
College is an added load on top of a full work load already. They still have to take care of their
home, children, spouses, and careers.
Juggling a career while attending college can be overwhelming and exhausting for
nontraditional students. The students who work full-time also have to find the time to attend
class, study, compose reports and essays on top of their already full schedule. Scheduling
conflicts and time management are obstacles for full time workers and those with families as
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well. Struggling to balance work and school life causes students to question their abilities and
negatively affects their self-confidence.
Self-confidence is arguably the hardest barrier to overcome. Fear has been found to be a
major component in the failure of non-traditional students. Fear of failure and inadequacy are
common, and unrealistic expectations and perfectionism are a few ways this is manifested.
Imposter syndrome makes many of these students feel like they do not belong or do not deserve
to be in college. Lack of support plays a role in failure as well. Many students lack support in
their personal, professional, or academic life. Low self-esteem leads many non-traditional
students to give up and quit college. These issues were exacerbated when the corona virus swept
through the nation.
In 2020, the covid-19 pandemic took the world by surprise. No one was prepared for
what would surmise, especially the world of higher education. Within weeks, campuses were
closed, classes went virtual, and the face of post-secondary education was changed forever.
Students struggled to learn online and food and housing insecure students struggled to find
accommodations.
With all of the road blocks laid out, it is easy to see how so many non-traditional students
do not make it to graduation. In this paper, we will take a deeper dive into who the nontraditional student is, what barriers they face in higher education, the programs and interventions
currently in place to help this population, and what more can be done to increase the success of
non-traditional students.
Literature Review
The History of American Higher Education
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To understand the struggles of nontraditional students, we must first look at why colleges
are set up to compliment traditional students in the first place. Who are traditional college
students? Understanding the history of higher education in the United States and the traditional
student, allows us to create new ways to adapt to today’s student.
Colonial Colleges
The desire for higher education crossed the Atlantic with the early colonists. They wanted
something that resembled Oxford and Cambridge here in the colonies (Geiger, 2016). It did not
take long before the first college emerged. Harvard was founded in 1636, named after its first
benefactor, John Harvard. Like other colleges that came soon after, Harvard’s main goal was to
graduate ministers, though it was not a seminary but was an arts education institution. The men
who graduated from Harvard were upper class and were known as gentlemen. With a college
education brought a high social status, but also expectations. Educated men were expected to be
leaders in their communities and churches.
With the success of Harvard, more colleges emerged. The College of William and Mary
was established in 1693 (Bellenger, 2018). Yale followed suit in 1701 and continued graduating
ministers. Princeton’s first temporary charter was granted in 1746 but did not make its final and
permanent move to Princeton until 1756. The first medical school was founded in 1765 by John
Morgan and what would later be named the University of Pennsylvania. Columbia, King’s
College was the first to grant a MD degree in 1767.
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Figure 1 – Harvard University
The Revolutionary War disrupted the operations of these early colleges. College
campuses and buildings were amongst the largest buildings in the colonies (Geiger, 2017). At
some point, they all were either seized by the enemy, occupied by American or French troops, or
used as hospitals or barracks. The war undoubtedly was the cause for low enrollment during this
period. Buildings were destroyed and the overall quality of education suffered. But still, most
college students and graduates were in favor of the War for Independence for many reasons.
They saw an opportunity to influence and form the republican citizens of the new country. They
thought that now, more than ever, having a virtuous leadership was important to the new country.
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And who better than the reputable higher educational institutions to produce these virtuous
leaders for society.
Nineteenth Century
Despite the enthusiasm and rapid growth of colleges in colonial America, popularity for
higher education waned in the first two decades of the nineteenth century (Geiger, 2016). This
was largely contributed to the change in culture of the new Republic. Colleges did not quite align
with the Founding Father’s ideals of equality. Colleges of the eighteenth century had graduated
high class leaders of society. As the new century emerged, there became greater distinction in
denominations in religion, class changes, and changing needs of the public. Enrollment also
suffered because of the qualifications to enroll in college and the cost of attendance were just not
feasible for most families. The need for more practical professionals developed. Professional
schools started graduating doctors and lawyers. West Point became home to the U.S. Military
Academy.
Over the following decades, science was increasingly accepted and courses were added to
include geology and engineering (Geiger, 2016). The need for practical education became more
popular. Society needed formal education to produce graduates with useful knowledge and skills
as the young country developed (Sheffield, 2018). This ambition was put in to action in 1862
with the Morrill Act (Peshek, 2018).
Justin Smith Morrill was a Vermont Congressman, though he never went to college
himself. After a successful business career, Morrill entered the political arena in 1854 when he
ran for Congress (Peshek, 2018). In 1859, he introduced the Morrill Act, also known as the
Land-Grant College Act. The bill was passed by Congress but was vetoed by Democratic
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President at the time, James Buchanan. In 1862 though, Republican President Abraham Lincoln
signed the bill into law. The Land-Grant College Act granted states land to finance colleges that
specialized in agriculture and mechanical arts. Morrill said about the Act, that was inspired by
his own lack of opportunity for higher education, “Opportunity in every State for a liberal and
larger education to larger numbers, not merely to those destined to sedentary professions, but to
those needing higher instruction for the world’s business, for the industrial pursuits and
professions of life” (Peshek, 2018, pg.1).
Over the course of the following decades, sixty-nine universities were founded because
of the Land-Grant College Act. Making post-secondary education available to the general public
for the first time instead of just for the elite like in Colonial America. Focus on agriculture and
mechanical arts produced a more qualified and productive workforce (Peshek, 2018). The focus
was not the only change, however. How students were taught looked a lot differently than sitting
in a traditional classroom attending a lecture. Students were taken on field trips, performed
physical labor, and engaged in hands on experimentations. As the Industrial Revolution boomed,
colleges graduated their students with professions based on the needs of the public (Sheffield,
2018).
Twentieth Century
With the Industrial Revolution and the settlement of the west, public service professions
dominated college pedagogies. The twentieth century quickly transformed and improved the
quality of life for most Americans. Electricity, automobiles, and other technological advances,
not only changed the needs of the individual but the needs of the general public as well. This
ushered in a new era in American higher education.
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Students were able to prioritize their personal success over public service (Sheffield,
2018). Faculty became specialized in one area of expertise and research became a huge part of
their role (Shugart, 2013). Students also began to focus in one area or discipline, eventually
known as majors. Instead of considering what kind of job their community needed them to be,
students were able to consider what kind of job they would like to do and colleges offered
specialized degrees. Amongst those degrees were; law, medicine, business, and nursing. Higher
education became viewed more for job preparation than it’s theological or philosophical learning
as it once had. Access to higher education also continued to expand with cultural movements to
establish rights for African-American citizens and women.
Women in Higher Education
At the turn of the twentieth century, more and more women were attending and
graduating from higher education institutes. They still did not have the same access as men and
the majority of women going to college were becoming teachers. The earliest higher education
institutes in the United States for women consisted of either seminaries or teachers’ colleges. The
institutes were not coeducational. Most colleges women attended were women only colleges,
with a few exceptions.
The first women’s institute in America was founded in Germantown, Pennsylvania in
1742 (Johnson Lewis, 2019). It was founded by Countess Benigna von Zinzendorf, sponsored by
her father. The Bethlehem Female Seminary was officially recognized as a college in 1863 and
started issuing bachelor’s degrees. It still exists today as Moravian University and serves both
women and men.
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Normal schools and teachers’ colleges were colleges put into existence to produce
teachers. Most of the graduates produced by these institutes were young single women. Teaching
was one of the few acceptable professions for women in the nineteenth century. Many of the
teachers either taught in rural areas or in harsh conditions. The quality of education of both
teacher and student differed tremendously, depending on location. In 1858, the American
Normal School Association was formed and began the move to establish standards (Tansil,
1929). By 1928, standards were largely adopted by teachers’ colleges and many transformed into
universities.
Not every educated woman in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries became
teachers. Elizabeth Blackwell became the first woman in the United States to earn a medical
degree (Johnson Lewis, 2019) In 1849, she graduated from Geneva Medical College in Geneva,
New York. Lucy Sessions became the first African-American woman to earn a college degree
when she graduated from Oberlin College with a literary degree in Ohio in 1850. Like women,
the African-American population struggled to find a place in higher education.
African-American’s in Higher Education
Few African American men or women had the opportunity to attend higher education in
the nineteenth century. In 1823, Alexander Lucius Twilight, seen in the picture below, became
the first known African-American man to graduate with a degree from Middlebury College in
Vermont. Before the civil war, only about 40 black men had graduated from college or
universities, and all of them were in the North (Key Events in Black Higher Education, 2014).
With the passage of the thirteenth and fifteenth amendments, education became more attainable
but Jim Crow laws segregated public facilities, including colleges. Segregation and inequality
would endure for another one hundred years, but progress was still made.
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Figure 2 – Alexander Lucius Twilight
Colleges and Universities were segregated into black and white. There were a few
exceptions to this norm, such as Berea College in Kentucky. Founded in 1855, it was the first
institution in the south to open its’ doors to all races and sexes. Although legislature forced the
college to segregate from 1904-1950. Today, many historically black colleges and universities
remain.
By the year 1900, more than 2,000 black Americans had graduated with degrees from
higher education institutions (Key Events in Black Higher Education, 2014). Despite segregation
and human rights issues, black Americans continued to expand into higher education throughout
the next sixty years. Civil rights efforts eventually forced segregated campuses to desegregate
and open their doors to black students. First appearing in President John F. Kennedy’s executive
order 10925 in 1961, affirmative action sought to end and prevent discrimination in
organizations such as the workplace and places of higher education. Affirmative Action was part
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of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the basis of President Lyndon Johnson’s executive order in
1965. This came on the heels of a major shift in higher education; post world war II.
Post World War II
Fifteen million American veterans returned home from World War II to a much different
country than the one they had left. The economy was recovering from the Great Depression and
war time production. New jobs had been created during the war to produce steel and other goods
for the military. Many women had joined the workforce to fill these positions while their
husbands and brothers were fighting overseas. To help the economy and returning veterans
adjust to the new transitions, Congress passed “The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944,”
also commonly known as the “G.I. Bill” (Shugart, 2013).
The G.I. Bill provided veterans with healthcare, home loans, unemployment benefits, and
tuition and living expenses at colleges or technical programs (Shugart, 2013). Though the intent
was to help veterans obtain a marketable trade, the number of veterans who would take
advantage of the education benefit was grossly underestimated. More than 2.2 million veterans
enrolled in some type of higher education with the G.I. Bill, overwhelming the capacity at higher
education institutions. Colleges and universities scrambled to adjust. To meet the new demand,
many institutions underwent dramatic changes; “…teacher’s colleges became regional public
universities, women’s colleges became co-educational, colleges stretched themselves in massive
building campaigns for both instructional and residential facilities, etc” (Shugart, 2013, pg.1).
Still, these were not the greatest changes to higher education to stem from World War II. The
Truman Commission proposed combining the liberal arts junior colleges with the industrial
educational centers created to provide job training during the war. These new institutions would
be regionally placed, making them easier to access and commute to. They would also be less
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expensive and convenient. Changing the face of higher education, and serving students who were
not traditional college students. These proposed institutions laid the ground work for our modern
community colleges.
Community Colleges
The concept of community college was not a new idea. Junior and two-year colleges
were born out of the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, which expanded access to higher education
and focused on trades (Drury, 2003). Up until 1901, the institutions developed from the Morrill
Act’s purpose were to teach skills in agriculture and mechanical arts. That changed when the first
American junior college was founded.
One of the most influential powers that spear headed the effort to separate universities
into two levels was the president of the University of Chicago, William Rainey Harper (Drury,
2003). Harper along with several other university presidents argued that the first two years of
university were not necessarily university level education. There would continue to be debates
for decades on the subject of where those two years fell; as an extension of secondary schools or
if they belonged in the world of higher education. Eventually, junior colleges were accepted as
part of higher education, though their reputation of being legitimate and respectable institutions
struggled.
Unlike the traditional two year “trade” schools at the time that prepared students with
technical skills for the workforce, junior colleges prepared students for university level studies.
Following the G.I. Bill, proponents of “community colleges” emerged (Drury, 2003).
Community colleges allowed students to prepare for university studies or earn technical degrees
and certifications to enter the workforce. The push continued into the 1950s and 1960s with the
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goals of expanding opportunity and equality for anyone who wanted to attend. Community
colleges became very popular, with rapid growth persisting through the remaining decades of the
twentieth century. By the year 2000, there were more than eleven hundred active community
colleges, enrolling over ten million students annually.
Higher Education in the 21st Century
Though enrollment in post-secondary education saw a boom in the latter decades of the
twentieth century, enrollment is on a downward trend today. “Between fall 2009 and fall 2019,
total undergraduate enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions decreased by 5
percent (from 17.5 million to 16.6 million students)” (National Center for Education Statistics,
n.d., pg. 1). In the 2019-2020 school year there were nearly four thousand degree granting postsecondary education institutions in the United States. Amongst the highest population enrolled in
higher education today is women. A far cry from the early colonial universities that enrolled
affluent men.
The Nontraditional Student
As reviewed, higher education has transformed through the centuries since it’s early
colonial birth in the United States. But some argue that it has not changed enough to meet the
needs of today’s students. Why are nearly half of non-traditional college students still struggling
to attain their degree? To answer that question, we must first understand what a non-traditional
student is. Additionally, we will review higher education demographics as a whole to understand
the needs of all students.
There is no debate that colleges and universities are built to serve traditional college
students. “The “traditional” undergraduate - characterized here as one who earns a high school
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diploma, enrolls full time immediately after finishing high school, depends on parents for
financial support, and either does not work during the school year or works part time – is the
exception rather than the rule” (Choy, 2019, pg. 1). Choy goes on to reiterate the first line of this
paper; nearly three quarters of college students enrolled in higher education institutions today
meet at least one criterion of being a non-traditional college student.
According to The United States Department of Education, characteristics that define nontraditional students include; circumstances that would qualify a student to be independent for
financial aid purposes (over twenty-five years old), having one or more dependents, being a
single parent, having a GED or other non-traditional high school diploma, delayed enrollment in
a post-secondary intuition, being employed full time, or attending college part time (Bohl et al.,
2017). Many students meet more than one or many characteristics of being a non-traditional
student. Some professionals include first-generation college students, minorities, and low-income
students in the non-traditional classification, and for purposes of this paper, so will I (Holzer &
Xu, 2021)
At the forefront of the booming trend of non-traditional enrollment in higher education is
adult learners. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2019 roughly 6.7
Americans over the age of twenty-five were enrolled in a post-secondary institution (National
Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). More than forty percent of all college and graduate students
are older than twenty-five. (McClure, 2017). Roughly nineteen percent of all college and
graduate students are over the age of thirty-five. The number of adults returning to college after
their retirement is also on the rise (Grabowski, et al., 2016).
Motivations for adult learners are more sophisticated than their traditional counterparts.
Many adults return to college because they want to start a new career or take their current career
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to the next level (McClure, 2017). Some may seek to gain skillsets to turn their hobbies into a
business. Other motivations include the desire to complete what they have started, be a good role
model for their children, and for the financial incentives that accompany a college degree (Bohl
et al., 2017).
Adult students are very popular amongst their professors and instructors. A study by
Travis S. Crone, Stephanie Babb, and Francisca Torres looked at the correlation between adult
college students and other non-traditional students and academic entitlement (Crone et al.,2020).
They found that not only do professors report less academic entitlement from non-traditional
students, but found that they are overall hard working and pleasant students. Another study, that
looked at what professors think about their non-traditional students, found that they say their
non-traditional students bring a lot to their classrooms that traditional students do not (Brinthaupt
& Eady, 2014). Non-traditional students bring a new perspective from life experiences different
than traditional students. University staff and instructors also reported higher levels of
motivation and effort from this population. Medical schools that have seen an influx in nontraditional student enrollment say that they bring maturity, diversity, and broader perspectives to
their classrooms (Jauhar, 2008).
Full time employment is also a significant trend amongst college students. According to a
study out of Georgetown University, seventy to eighty percent of students enrolled in a postsecondary institution are involved in the workforce (Carnevale et al., 2015). One quarter of all
college students are both employed full time and enrolled in college full time. Additionally,
many of these students have children, live in poverty, or meet other non-traditional
qualifications.
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First generation college students face many of the same challenges and barriers as other
non-traditional students do. They are generally less prepared for college upon graduating high
school than other students (Wahleithner, 2020). This is especially true in reading and writing
competencies. As with all non-traditional students, they face many barriers in achieving postsecondary success.
Barriers
Barriers faced by non-traditional students are significant and should be addressed by our
modern post-secondary institutions. Nearly three quarters of currently enrolled students are nontraditional and face one or more road blocks to success. While these students are highly
motivated, more has to be done to remedy these barriers. The same factors that motivate these
students to enter college also pose challenges as well. Motivations to be a better role model and
provide a more secure future for one’s children is common. But raising a family and going to
college at the same time is more than challenging. Many people return to higher education to
further their career, but struggle to balance classwork and their job. Financial struggles, family
obligations, juggling careers, and self-confidence pose significant and common barriers to
success for students in higher education. As mentioned, many students deal with more than one
of the following challenges, but we will investigate each individually.
Financial Struggles
Financial struggles for non-traditional college students are complex. Issues form around
the cost of higher education, how to pay for it, and the impact that the financial struggles have on
college students especially those who are already living below or around the poverty line. The
mounting cost of attending college includes tuition, fees, textbooks, room and board,
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transportation, everyday living expenses, and other miscellaneous costs. Paying for college is not
easy either. Financial aid can be difficult to navigate and apply for, and many factors play into
eligibility. Students who live below the poverty line or already struggle financially are especially
vulnerable to dropping out because of financial reasons.
Understanding the cost of college is important when having a discussion surrounding
higher education barriers. Many people only factor in the cost of tuition but the true cost of
college is much more. There is the cost of tuition and fees, the true cost of college, and the net
cost of college. Pricing varies greatly depending on if a student attends a two year or a four-year
college, a public or private institution, an in state or out of state university, or has a full time or
part time status. Taking in person or online classes make a difference as well. Nearly one quarter
of online course offering institutions charge more for their online courses than their in-person
courses (Newton, 2018). Online courses are often popular with non-traditional students because
of their convenience and flexibility.
According to a report by College Board, the average cost of tuition and fees for an in
state four-year university for the 2021-2022 school year was $10,740. This was a 1.5% increase
from the previous year (Ma and Pender, 2021). In the past thirty years, the cost of college tuition
and fees have nearly doubled. This accounts for less than half of the true cost of college, also
called the cost of attendance.
The true cost of college, or cost of attendance, includes tuition and fees, room and board,
books and supplies, transportation and other expenses. The average cost for room and board at a
public four-year university in 2021-2022 was $11,950. That price tag is greater than the tuition
(Ma and Pender, 2021). Books and supplies accounted for $1,240. Transportation added another
$1,230. And other expenses racked on an additional $2,170.
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Tuition and fees only cover the basic cost of enrolling in classes. Room and board,
although it is more expensive than tuition, also only covers the basics. Students are assigned to
dormitories on campus. Campus dormitories vary greatly in size and price by university. Most
universities also limit their first-time freshmen to their most basic dormitories. Meal plans also
vary but most universities have some sort of swipe system, where students have a pre-determined
number of “swipes” or “points” to use at the cafeteria or restaurants on campus (Shaughnessy,
2021). Although the cost of books and supplies have decreased in recent years, this is still an
important and necessary expense to factor in to a student budget (Ma and Pender, 2021).
According to studentaid.gov, books and supplies include; textbooks, bookbags, notebooks, pens
and pencils, paper and computer paper, and desk accessories such as folders, trays, and pen
holders (Federal Student Aid, n.d.). Transportation cost could include parking permits, fuel and
other car expenses, and fees for public transportation. Other expenses that are often overlooked
but account for a larger part of a student budget than text books include; a computer and printer,
clothing, microwave and refrigerator for dorms, sheets, towels and toiletries, desk lamps, and cell
phone expenses.
The figure below gives a good understanding of the total cost of college.
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Figure 3 – True cost of college display
Even though the total cost of attendance to the average four-year university is $27,330,
does not mean that that is the price that students or parents will pay out of pocket. The net cost of
college is what is owed after student aid is applied. It is important for students to review and
understand their financial aid package to figure out what their net price of college is, and what
they will have to pay out-of-pocket.
First, in order to be eligible to receive financial aid, students must fill out a FAFSA form.
FAFSA is an acronym that stands for Free Application for Federal Student Aid (Federal Student
Aid, n.d.). This form can be accessed online and requires both personal and tax information for
the student and the student’s parents. To be considered independent on the FAFSA and be able to
use their own tax information a student must meet any of the following criterion; be twenty-four
years of age or older, married, be an active duty member of the U.S. Armed Forces, providing
financial support to dependent children, parents be deceased, be an emancipated minor, or
someone other than their parents have or have had guardianship of them, and certain foster care
cases are eligible. This can be a challenge to many students who are financially independent
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from their parents, do not have contact with their parents, or if their parents refuse to provide the
information. This can be a road block because you have to have a FAFSA on file to be eligible
for most student aid.
Student aid can be difficult to navigate alone. Many non-traditional students lack the
support and assistance that other students may have, like access to FAFSA workshops, guidance
counselors, or college coaches. Student aid, also called financial aid, is comprised of four
components that help students pay for college and other related expenses. The four types of
financial aid include; grants, scholarships, work-study, and loans (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).
Grants are reward money that are usually based on financial need and do not have to be
paid back (Federal Student Aid, n.d.). There are several different types or sources for grants.
Federal grants, from the government, are need based and determined by the FAFSA. Students
may also receive grants from their state or local governments, non-profits, higher education
institutions, or other organizations. The maximum Pell grant, from the federal government that is
based on financial need, is now $6,895.
Pell grants and other need-based grants are very helpful to those who qualify for them.
Many non-traditional students do not meet the income requirements for grants. Students who are
married and/or work full-time usually earn too much money to qualify for need based assistance.
Continuing their education still puts a strain on them on financially. On top of their cost of
attendance, these students still have to pay their daily living expenses and bills.
Another form of financial aid that typically does not have to be paid back are
scholarships. Scholarships are not necessarily need based but they typically do have criteria that
have to be met. Scholarships are given out by higher education institutions, local, state, and

26

national organizations, non-profits, workplaces, the possibilities of where to find scholarships are
infinite. There is typically a scholarship available for any student; whether it be a 4.3 GPA
traditional student who is awarded an institutional scholarship, or a thirty-year-old woman
awarded a scholarship from their local lawyer’s office who wanted to provide a leg up to
working parents continuing their education. While some are one-time only scholarships, others
are renewable for multiple years, like an athletic scholarship. For non-traditional students, the
downfall to scholarships is that they are not guaranteed and more often than not, they are aimed
toward graduating high school seniors.
Work-study is a need based federal program designed to help low-income students earn
cash while performing a needed job on campus (Federal Student Aid, n.d.). It allows the students
to stay on campus, ensuring that their work schedule does not conflict with their course schedule.
The money goes directly to the student just like a paycheck. They can choose to use it towards
tuition or other living expenses. Again, this is helpful to some non-traditional students, but not
applicable to others, such as those who work full-time elsewhere or aren’t deemed eligible on
their FAFSA.
There are many types of loans available to college students. Loans have to be paid back
and they accrue interest even while the student is still in college. The federal government offers
subsidized and un-subsidized Direct loans for undergraduate students (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).
Students can take out these loans with no credit check, even if there are other aid options
available. Private student loans can be taken out, but usually require a credit check. Many
students find themselves in several thousand dollars’ worth of debt pretty quickly. In the 20192020 school year, fifty five percent of students graduating with a bachelor’s degree had student
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loan debt averaging $28,400 (Ma and Pender, 2021). Students who live around the poverty line
are especially likely to take out student loans to help subsidize living expenses while in college.
While college puts a financial strain on all non-traditional students with added debt and
extra expenses, the financial burden is greatest for those non-traditional students who live at the
poverty line. These students are especially at risk for food insecurity and homelessness. In a
study conducted by The Hope Center of more than thirty-eight thousand students, it was found
that three out of five students reported experiencing a basic needs insecurity (Shaughnessy,
2021).
In recent years, more research has been conducted to study the link between college
students and poverty. Craig Benson and Alemayehu Bishaw studied the poverty rates in large
and small college towns and counties across the United States that had either a large university or
multiple universities (Benson & Bishaw, 2018). They analyzed data from the Census Bureau to
see if college students had an effect on the county’s poverty rate (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019).
Since on-campus students are not included in the poverty rate, they looked at data from offcampus students.
They found that the “inclusion of off-campus students had a statistically significant effect
on local poverty rates, in some cases increasing the rate by ten or more percentage points”
(Benson & Bishaw, 2018, pg.1). Poverty rates are affected more drastically in smaller counties
but larger counties are also impacted. In fact, eighty-seven out of the top one hundred largest
universities are located within counties that show significantly lower poverty rates when their
off-campus college students are excluded from the statistics.
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The figure below displays all counties that have a population above ten thousand and had
statistically significant difference between their original poverty rates and their poverty rates that
include off-campus college students:

Figure 4 – Counties with significant poverty rate changes near universities
Students living at or near the poverty rate are at high risk to experience basic needs
insecurities. Forty one percent of students at four-year universities experience housing insecurity
(Shaughnessy, 2021). Poverty in college students can be attributed to several factors. Some lose
parent support after going to a higher education institution, are ill equipped to provide for
themselves after paying tuition and other expenses, and many were struggling with housing and
food insecurity before they entered college. The article by Shaughnessy goes on to conclude that
the covid-19 pandemic exasperated the risk of poverty and homelessness in college students.
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In 2020, when the pandemic hit, many universities closed their physical doors and dorms.
While some students when back home to live with parents, others just did not have that option
(Shaughnessy, 2021). Fifteen percent of students who attended four-year universities that were
surveyed, admitted they experienced homelessness because of the covid-19 pandemic.
Additionally, those who depended on meal plans struggled to find adequate food resources when
universities went virtual. Though the pandemic exacerbated food insecurity, it existed long
before and remains after for many reasons.
“Food insecurity is defined as the limited or uncertain access to nutritionally adequate,
safe, and acceptable foods that can be obtained in socially acceptable ways” (El Zein et al., 2019,
pg. 4). The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) classifies food security on a scale
from high food security to very low food security. Those classified with very high food security
do not experience any issues with access to an adequate food supply. Whereas those with very
low food insecurity experience not only a reduced quality, variety, and desirability of food
choice, but there were markers of disrupted eating patterns and reduced intake of food.
First year college students are reported to be especially susceptible to food insecurity.
The transition from living with family to on your own in college can be difficult to manage for
these students. Managing finances and a budget for the first time can produce anxiety about not
having enough money for food (El Zein et al., 2019). After prioritizing tuition, rent, and other
expenses, there may not be enough left to budget for food. On top of many students entering
college with limited financial resources, they are also removed from emotional and family
support. Some students are more likely to report food insecurity. Students who are minorities,
financially independent, low income, Pell grant eligible, live off-campus with roommates, are
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employed, students with little skills or knowledge about cooking and financial and food literacy
skills are all more likely to experience food insecurity.
In a study published by BMC Public Health, researchers studied the correlations between
first year college students and food insecurity (El Zein et al., 2019). They assessed first year
students across eight universities to gauge their food security status. Other measures were also
considered; such as sleep quality, stress, and eating disorders. They found that nineteen percent
of the surveyed college students were food insecure and seven percent reported being severely
food insecure. An additional twenty five percent experienced anxiety about having enough food.
Students with food insecurity were found to report greater amounts of stress, had a greater
prevalence of eating disorders, and had poorer sleep quality. Although more than half of the
students reported knowing about the campus’s food pantry, only twenty two percent of food
insecure students utilized it, solidifying the point that on campus food pantries are not the
solution to food insecurity and poverty amongst college students.
Poverty and financial struggles are significant barriers to non-traditional college students
both on and off campus. Research has even shown that when eliminating the financial barrier,
students excel. Rich Lewine, Ashlee Warnecke, and Alison Sommers studied a group of students
who came from families that live at or below 150% of the federal poverty line (Lewine et al.,
2021). The common conception is that students who live in or come from poverty do not do as
well as other students. The authors thought that if their financial barriers were eliminated, these
students could do just as well as their middle-class peers.
A student cohort of fifty-four low income students were given scholarships to cover
tuition, housing, housing, and food, eliminating common financial struggles for this student
population. They measured the student success rate through ACT scores, essays, and Grade Point
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Averages. They studied the retention rate and personality characteristics of the student cohort.
They followed the students from pre-enrollment as freshmen to the spring semester of their
fourth year in college. The results not only confirmed the researcher’s hypothesis, but exceeded
their expectations.
They found that over seventy five percent of the student cohort was still enrolled the
spring semester of their fourth year. That is much higher than the average first time, full time
fourth year retention rate of sixty three percent. The student cohort displayed strong
“authenticity”. This personality trait shows honesty in their presentation of self. The researchers
offer two possible ways this could have advantaged the cohort. One, if students are more honest
with themselves and the researchers, the must be as honest with peers and faculty, resulting in
good decision making.
Conclusions from this study suggest that students from low income families are not
necessarily disadvantaged or destined for failure, when you take away the financial barriers.
They actually do quite well academically and are resilient. Another resilient group of students
that face a lot of adversity and struggles, are those who have families.
Family Obligations
Students with families often struggle to balance family and student life. They are faced
with choosing between the two on a regular basis. Budgeting the time and energy for
coursework, children, spouses, parents, and often a job are overwhelming and a risk factor for
dropping out.
Because non-traditional college students often possess more than one characteristic of
being non-traditional, it is hard to gauge exactly how many students have families. It is hard to
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gauge because having a family looks differently across the board. While some students are
married with children, others are married without children. Students may care for other
dependents like parents or other family members. But the largest portion of non-traditional
students that have families are single parents.
Thirteen percent of all undergraduates are single or unmarried parents (Goldrick Rab &
Sorensen, 2010). A study by Sara Goldrick Rab and Kia Sorensen looked at how unmarried
parents fared in college. They sought to challenge the notion that college supports family
stability and economic growth, when the challenges for unmarried college students with children
were so immense.
The authors point out that although it is a well-documented fact that families headed by
college educated parents are more stable and economically sound, the underlying key is that the
parent already completed college before starting a family and having children (Goldrick Rab &
Sorensen, 2010). In fact, the population least likely to attend college and especially graduate
college are unmarried parents. The authors discuss the enrollment and completion rates of these
students. They also discuss their academic and financial situations and how they play a role in
their success or failure. Finally, they looked at the barriers and implications for the students and
their children.
The enrollment of unmarried parents differs depending on race and gender. Thirty six
percent of all undergraduate unmarried mothers and fifteen percent of unmarried fathers are
African American (Goldrick Rab & Sorensen, 2010). Twenty one percent of Native American
students, sixteen percent of Latino students, ten percent of White students, and nine percent of
Asian students are all unmarried parents. Though both men and women account for these
numbers, the overwhelming majority are mothers. More than two thirds of unmarried parent
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college students are women. Seventeen percent of all undergraduate students are unmarried
mothers. Women are more likely to start or reenter college after becoming a parent and a large
majority of them enter in their late twenties, when their children start school. They are also more
likely to enroll in college than their married or cohabiting counterparts. Even so, their completion
rates look much different than those of other non-traditional students.
Unmarried parent students complete their four-year degree at a much lower rate than the
average student (Goldrick Rab & Sorensen, 2010). These students complete associate’s degrees
at about the same rate as the average student, as well as attaining other certifications and nondegree credentials. Single mothers often take longer to complete their degrees as well. One study
found that over a quarter of low-income single mothers took more than ten years to complete a
bachelor’s degree. Another study discovered that the age in which you have a family greatly
impacts college success. Students who married and or had children right after high school were
much less likely to earn a degree than those students who waited until twenty-four years old or
older. Figure 5 below shows college by early life course patterns at the age twenty-four.

Figure 5
As indicated in Figure 5, unmarried students with no partner or children are almost nine
times more likely to complete their college degree than unmarried parents.
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Significant academic and financial barriers stand in the way of success to single parents.
Because many of these students reenter college after an extended break, most are not
academically prepared (Goldrick Rab & Sorensen, 2010). Eighteen percent of them are entering
with a GED and only five percent have ever taken a placement test. This results in having to take
developmental or remedial class at the start of their post-secondary experience.
The financial struggles of single parents are well documented. Single parents who are
enrolled in higher education suffer even more. Fifty nine percent of single parents in college earn
less than ten thousand annually and thirty eight percent earn less than five thousand annually
(Goldrick Rab & Sorensen, 2010). Even parents who work full time struggle to maintain a
household and afford college. Parent students who work are penalized by not receiving Pell
grants or other aid because their Expected Family Contribution exceeds the allowable limit. For
single working parents, even full-time income is barely enough to scrape by. So, when they are
expected to foot the bill for college, they are forced into an ultimatum of dropping out or
increasing their workload even more to compensate. Financial barriers effect unmarried parents
whether they do not work full time or if they do. They are forced to choose between dropping out
or enduring an unrealistic workload. A workload that takes them away from their children and
causes them to miss activities, milestones, and quality time. This not only adversely affects the
parents, but the children as well. Though there is evidence that children benefit from an educated
parent, there is no uniform benefit to college going parents, especially when that parent goes to
college after the child is born. The article suggests that children whose mothers are not at home
as often, because of college, are more likely to experience behavioral problems. Additionally, it
hypothesizes that how college effects the parents, (social interactions, time use, economic
resources, and mental and physical health, in turn affects the children similarly. More research is
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needed in this area to study the true effects that unmarried parents in college have on their
children.
Not all research suggests that non-traditional females with children are negatively
affected by their post-secondary involvement. A research article by Julie L. Quimby and Karen
M. O’Brien, Predictors of Well-Being Among Nontraditional Female Students with Children,
looked at why some members of this group reported high levels of well-being while others did
not. “Identifying specific factors that influence psychological wellbeing is important because the
absence of psychological distress was identified as the best predictor of academic persistence for
nontraditional students.” “This study examined the influence of internal (i.e., secure attachment,
self-efficacy) and external (i.e., social support) variables on three components of psychological
well-being (i.e., psychological distress, self-esteem, and life satisfaction) among nontraditional
female students with children” (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006, pg.451).
Internal factors, such as attachment style and self-efficacy, play a major role in one’s
psychological well-being (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006). Attachment styles contribute to resiliency.
Those who have a more secure attachment style tend to be more resilient than those who are less
secure. This effects students during times of stress, both in and out of higher education. Selfefficacy refers to self- esteem and ones’ own belief that they can accomplish certain things.
Though single mothers struggle the most out of any other demographic in college with selfesteem, those with high self-efficacy tend to prosper. High self-efficacy in parenting also plays a
major role in psychological well-being and success.
External factors, like social support, have been proven to minimize distress and improve
the well-being in non-traditional students (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006). Though more research is
needed revolving around female students with children, it is widely proven that students who
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perceive to have sufficient social support, are more likely to excel more than those who lack
support.
Through their research study, it was found that non-traditional female students with
children who had secure attachment styles, had high self-efficacy in their student and parent
roles, and perceived that they had strong social supports, reported having low levels of
psychological distress, high self-esteem, and overall positive life satisfaction (O’Brien &
Quimby, 2006).
The authors of The Experiences of Nontraditional Students: A Qualitive Inquiry explains
that ones’ children are a major source of motivation to return and complete college (Bohl et al.,
2017). In their study of nine non-traditional college students, being a good role-model for their
children was in the top three motivations for pursuing higher education, along with a personal
desire to start what they finished and financial incentives. Having children was also one of their
main challenges. Students reported struggling to balance work, school, and home life, but the
main concern is securing proper childcare. The barrier of not having childcare is well
documented and can be found in almost any article discussing barriers of non-traditional college
students. No matter how motivated, self-confident, or academically prepared a student is, if they
do not have child care they simply cannot attend class. Higher education is not only a challenge
to parents or working parents, but to all of those who work full-time. Juggling a career while
pursuing a degree is hard to maintain.
Juggling Careers
Full-time workers are a unique population in higher education. They range in age,
socioeconomic status, gender, and race. Their motivations differ and they may or may not have
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families. Despite the differences in working students, they all face similar challenges. Working
full-time makes it difficult to manage time, balance a schedule, and bare the workload of a job
and college.
According to the Working Learners Report, seventy to eighty percent of college students
are both actively engaged in the workforce and post-secondary education (Carnevale et al.,
2015). About a quarter of all working learners are employed full-time as well as enrolled in
college full-time and nineteen percent of working learners have children and nearly sixty percent
of all working learners are women. The report classifies working learners into two groups; young
working learners, ages 16-29 and mature working learners, ages 30-54. There are key differences
between the two groups.
Young working learners are disproportionally White, while mature working learners are
disproportionally African American (Carnevale et al., 2015). While two-thirds of working
learners are young, three quarters of working learners that work full-time are mature. Other key
differences include areas of study, current occupations, and institution types. Young working
learners are primarily in four-year institutions seeking bachelor’s degrees while the majority of
mature working learners attend community colleges and are working towards associate’s degrees
or non-degree work credentials. Young learners are employed more in food and service
industries and mature learners are found more often in managerial positions. While the younger
population choose majors such as social sciences and humanities, the mature populations focus
more on healthcare and other applied fields. In fact, working learners as a whole, value gaining
work skills and resume building over paying tuition. Figure six shows the majors and careers
chosen by young working learners and mature working learners.
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Figure 6 – Compares the career choices chosen by young working learners and mature working
learners.
The report goes on to explain that the growing connection between higher education and
the economy has produced four new rules to connecting college and career (Carnevale et al.,
2015). Rule number 1 – On average, more education yields more pay. Over a career, high school
graduates earn $1.3 million; Those that hold bachelor’s degrees earn $2.3 million; PhD holders
earn $3.3 million; and those with professional degrees earn $3.7 million.
Rule number 2 – What a person makes depends on what that person takes. A major in early
childhood education pays $3.3 million less over a career than a major in petroleum engineering.
Rule number three – Sometimes less education is worth more. A one-year information
technology certificate holders earns up to $72,000 per year compared with $54,000 per year for
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the average Bachelor’s degree holder. Thirty percent of Associate’s degree holders make more
than the average four-year degree holder.
Rule number four – Programs are often the same in name only. Programs and college majors
have different values at different institutions depending on the alignment between particular
curricula and regional labor market demand, as well as on differences in program quality
(Carnevale et al., 2015).
A research article by Dorothy Bisbee from Harvard University looked at time
management and well-being in college students (Bisbee, 2020). She studied a group of one
hundred and nine adult students, with the majority (73.4%) being female. The article explains
that more than ten percent to of full-time college students are employed full-time and forty-five
percent of part-time college students are employed full-time. The employment rate of the student
cohort in this study was above the national average with over fifty three percent of full-time
students being employed full-time.
Being employed full-time hinders time management efforts even further. Especially when
a working student has an inconsistent work schedule or works odd hours, like third shift (Bisbee,
2020). The inconsistent schedule and lack of sleep also make it difficult to concentrate and can
contribute to added stress. Mental health issues contribute to poor academic performance,
including time-management skills.
Mental health conditions, such as anxiety, depression, and high rates of stress have been
steadily increasing among college students (Bisbee, 2020). Reports show that anxiety especially
skyrockets during a student’s first year at college. It is also documented that most of college
students struggling with mental health do not seek counseling or other help from other resources.

40

Bisbee argues that poor time management skills contribute to poor mental health and poor mental
health contributes to poor time management skills.
Bisbee offers evidence that increases in technology use and the internet within the last
few decades have greatly contributed to the increase in poor time management amongst college
students (Bisbee, 2020). Evidence concludes that modern smart phones and watches have left
many of us with the inability to disconnect from them. They cause students to be distracted with
social media, texts, emails, games, and other apps. Even when students are studying, they receive
notifications on their mobile devices that take their attention away from their coursework.
Researchers contribute this to the number one cause of the increased reduction in time
management skills in today’s post-secondary students. Poor academic performance and mental
health concerns are also commonly linked to self-confidence.
Self-Confidence
Research into the study of self-confidence and how it effects post-secondary students has
steadily been on the increase over the past few decades. Self-confidence issues are recognized as
one of the leading causes of poor academic performance and drop-outs. Many of these issues are
attributed to fear; fear of failure, inadequacy, perfectionism, procrastination, and unrealistic
expectations. Imposter syndrome plagues non-traditional college students, making them feel like
they do not belong or cannot be successful. Low self-esteem and lack of support act as barriers as
well.
An article authored by Robert Spagnola, PhD and Tom Yagos, MBA looked at fear in the
classroom for non-traditional students (Spagnola & Yagos, 2020). They sought to find the
underlying issue behind the fact that nearly seventy percent of non-traditional students fail or
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drop out of college, despite their growing enrollment rate. There is urgency in finding a solution
to this problem because by 2026, post-secondary education institutions will host over thirteen
million non-traditional college students. They found that fear was a major factor within this
population and an indicator of success or failure. They noted that the fear of failure, fear of
success, fear of being laughed at, and cultural related fear, as common fears among nontraditional and adult students. They developed five strategies from Neuroscience to help curb
fear in non-traditional students and increase the likelihood of success.
“Fear is a natural, powerful, and primitive human emotion. It involves, a universal
biochemical response, as well as a high individual emotional response… fear, stems from real
threats, but it can also originate from imagined dangers... fear is composed of two primary
reactions to some type of perceived threat: biochemical and emotional… fears may be a result of
experiences or trauma, while others may represent a fear of something else entirely, such as loss
of control” (Spagnola &Yagos, 2020, pg. 90). Spagnola and Yagos, who are both educators at a
private university, described examples of ways they have witnessed fear in the classroom. They
described a middle-aged man who sat back in class and did not engage. Anther students, a
middle-aged woman, constantly worried she was missing something and barraged her professor
with clarifying emails. Fear can be expressed in different ways and is hard to recognize without
knowing what to look for.
Students suffering form chronic fear may look very different from each other. A student
who is afraid of failure may not let himself celebrate a success because he is always waiting for
the other shoe to drop (Spagnola & Yagos, 2020). Another student may freeze up when asked to
speak in class because they compare themselves to others or having a crippling fear of being
laughed at. Students who speak English as a second language may also be apprehensive to speak
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up in class. Perfectionism is a common manifestation of fear. Other students may set
unrealistically high goals for themselves and then fear they are failing when they struggle to
reach them.
We will circle back to Spagnola and Yagos five strategies when exploring solutions to
non-traditional student’s barriers to success.
Another article looked at how fear and anxiety affected student’s success. The authors
describe the biological and cognitive effect that fear has on a person, and in this case, a student
(Bledsoe et al., 2018). When fear is sensed, the body’s central nervous system signals to the
brain to activate a person’s fight or flight response. During this reaction, memory can be
affected, making it difficult to retain information and meeting learning goals. This fear response
also usually triggers rash or impulsive decisions. The authors suggest that how well a student
regulates their emotions to stress and anxiety and the adaptability of their coping skills have just
as much or more influence on their success as academic performance does. Stress and fear are
also commonly linked to imposter syndrome.
Psychologist Pauline Clance, first discovered imposter syndrome, also known as imposter
phenomenon, in 1978 after interviewing several high performing women (Parkman, 2016). She
discovered that these highly successful women attributed their success to external sources and
did not view themselves as worthy of promotions, recognition, or rewards. Despite viewing
themselves as frauds, these women tended to be perfectionists and workaholics. Those that suffer
with imposter phenomenon internalize failures and are unable to celebrate successes because the
feel as if they did not earn them. They chalk their success up to chance, networking, and charm
and fear they will not be able to reproduce the same results again. Self-confidence falters and
fears of being found out and failure plague the imposter. Imposter syndrome is linked to high
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rates of stress and anxiety. Through the following decades, this phenomenon has been seen in
many other populations and sectors, especially in higher education.
Imposter syndrome is found to be integrated into every aspect of higher education.
Undergraduate and graduate students as well as faculty and staff all have reported significant
levels of imposter syndrome (Parkman, 2016). Students in all majors and fields of study report
feelings of inadequacy and imposter fears. Imposter syndrome is also found to be more prevalent
in minority populations. One study found that Asian American students reported the highest
levels of imposter syndrome out of three minority groups; African Americans, Asian Americans,
and Latino Americans. Though African American students reported the highest levels of
minority student status stress. Imposter syndrome was found to be strongly correlated to minority
student status stress and psychological distress in the study.
Another study looked at the correlations between imposter syndrome, perfectionism, and
stress (Holden et al., 2021). Chelsey L. Holden, Lindsay E. Wright, Angel M. Herring, and Pat L.
Sims studied both first generation college students and continuing generation college students to
understand the relationships between imposter syndrome, perfectionism, and stress to get a better
understanding of the phenomena. Their student cohort consisted of three hundred and eightyeight students. One hundred and eighty-four, or forty seven percent, were first generation college
students.
Because imposter syndrome is a predictor of mental health conditions like anxiety,
depression, psychological distress, and lowered confidence in one’s own intelligence, Holden et
al. sought to find if there was a difference in the impact of imposter syndrome between first
generation and continuing generation college students (Holden et al., 2021). The authors describe
first generation college students as individuals who are the first in tehri family to go to college,
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while continuing generation college students had a parent who graduated from a four-year degree
granting institution. They classified perfectionism into three groups; self-oriented, other-oriented,
and socially prescribed.
They asked six questions and recorded their findings. The first question they asked was,
“is there a difference in level of imposter syndrome reported by first generation college students
versus continuing generation college students?” There was no significant difference found in the
level of imposter syndrome between first generation and continuing generation college students.
The second question, “is there a difference in level of stress reported by first generation college
students versus continuing generation college students” The answer to that question was the
same as the first. There was no significant difference in levels of stress between first generation
and continuing generation college students. The third question, “what is the nature of the
relationship between levels of perfectionism and imposter syndrome among first generation and
continuing generation college students?” Results yielded that correlations between imposter
syndrome and socially prescribed perfectionism were significant for both first generation and
continuing generation college students. Question number four, “what is the nature of the
relationship between stress and imposter syndrome among first generations and continuing
generation college students?” (Holden et al., 2021, pg.8).
The effect of stress related to first generation college students was large and stress had a
medium effect on continuing generation college students. Question number five asked, “what is
the nature of the relationship between levels of perfectionism and stress among first generation
and continuing generation college students?” Socially prescribed and self-oriented perfectionism
and stress were found to be strongly correlated to imposter syndrome in both first generation and
continuing generation college students. Finally, question number six, “does students generation
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status moderate the relationship between socially prescribed perfectionism and imposer
syndrome?” (Holden et al., 2021, pg.9).
In all, they found that students generation status does not have a significant effect of
imposter syndrome or stress on students. Since it is widely believed that imposter syndrome
effects first generation college students more than continuing generation college students, this
study is significant. Imposter syndrome may affect even more college students than originally
thought.
Covid-19 Pandemic
In 2020, the emergence of the covid-19 pandemic rocked the world, including the higher
education community. Many changes, good and bad, occurred within the education sector.
Within weeks, community colleges and universities alike, went strictly virtual. While many
students were already online students or had at least taken an online course or two, this was the
first time for most students to ever take an online class. Instructors were equally as unprepared
for the abrupt transition. By the fall semester of 2020, students and faculty were adjusting to
virtual learning, but enrollment drastically decreased. This trend continued through the pandemic
and higher education specialist are eager to see it improve as we enter an endemic.
A report from California found that vocational pathways enrollment at community
colleges had dropped nearly by one quarter (Johnson et al., 2022). Transfer seeking student
enrollment in the same study decreased by twelve percent. Minority students saw the largest
decrease in enrollments. The pandemic certainly highlighted the disparities and inequality in
higher education institutes.
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Students who were already food or housing insecure suffered the most through the covid19 pandemic. When campuses went virtual, they sent their students home who were living on
campus in dorms. Students who depended on their college housing, were left with few options,
many becoming homeless or at risk for being homeless (Shaughnessy, 2021). Food insecure
students who counted on their meal plans for food, were also left in dire situations. Universities
scrambled to help students but the lack of foresight for such a situation and already strained
resources, forced many students to withdrawal from school in order to survive. Many college
students were excluded form receiving the stimulus checks from the government, which further
strained their poor financial situations.
I cannot write a paper about the challenges of non-traditional students and not address the
covid-19 pandemic. As we enter an endemic, we are able to reflect on the covid-19 pandemic
and the lasting effects it left on the world of higher education. Challenges arose when campuses
closed and students and faculty a like were unprepared to be thrown into a virtual learning
environment. Additional problems arose for students living in poverty or who were housing or
food insecure. Mental health became a huge concern. So far, the impact of the pandemic left the
higher education world with more virtual options, awareness of food and housing concerns
amongst student populations, and an important emphasis on mental health and mental health
services.
Interventions Already in Place
Financial struggles are a prominent barrier in non-traditional college students. The cost of
college is steadily increasing with no end in sight. Costs may include tuition and fees, textbooks,
housing, meal plans, transportation, and everyday living expenses. There are many variables to
consider, such as; the cost of tuition and fees, the real cost of college, and the net cost of college.
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While students and universities alike work on improving solutions, there are resources and
recommendations already in place to help non-traditional college students overcome the financial
barrier of attending higher education institutions.
According to studentaid,gov, understanding what types of financial aid that is available
helps students better prepare for the cost of college. Completing the FAFSA (Free Application
for Federal Aid) is one of the most important steps to take when attending a higher education
institution because most aid is reliant and based off of the FAFSA. Students should educate
themselves to learn what grants, scholarships, loans, and work study opportunities are available
to them. The federal student aid website also suggests, and has the tools, to compare the cost of
college at different institutions, to find the right fit for the students, both academically and
financially. Last dollar scholarships have gained popularity in recent years, and are designed to
pick up the slack where other forms of financial aid fall short.
Additionally, many employers offer to pay for college or reimburse their employees who
pursue post-secondary degrees or career certifications and training (Carnevale et al., 2015).
Apprenticeships, or other on the job training allow employees to earn credentials while also
earning a paycheck. Many people join the military as a means of paying for higher education and
earning credentials.
Students who live at or around the poverty line face special circumstances. Food banks,
clothing closets, and other financial resources are available on most college campuses. Research
has shown that few students actually uses these services though. On campus housing and meal
plans, when paid for, prove to be key components of security for these students (Shaughnessy,
2021). Disadvantage students are able to succeed better at community colleges, when enrolled in
career pathways (Holzer & Xu, 2021). Credentials such as certificates and diplomas enable
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students to earn better wages and better support themselves and their families. With that said,
only about one fourth of those who attain a certification will go on to earn an associate’s degree
and even fewer will earn a bachelors degree.
Family obligations often force non-traditional college students to choose between family
and college. They face many challenges including balancing the workload of family and college,
childcare, time away from family, and juggling a career as well.
While one study showed that non-traditional female students report higher levels of life
satisfaction than traditional students of both genders, women with children face many difficulties
(Grabowski et al., 2016). Childcare and time away from children proves to be the largest barriers
to women and men with children.
A research paper authored by Halley Sutton argues that college campuses should consider
on-campus child care centers (Sutton, 2021). She adds that on campus child care centers and
early education centers would provide services for not only students, but faculty and staff as
well. These efforts would help parent students attend classes without the concern of child care
and it would also allow more time with their children. It would also help recruit and retain
faculty and staff.
Counseling service have also been proven to help single parents who are college students
(O’Brien & Quimby, 2006). Securing a student’s parent and student self-efficacy, along with
strong social support, strongly increases the likelihood of success. A study conducted by Linda
G. Wyatt showed that non-traditional student engagement increased student success and
retention rates (Wyatt, 2011). Parents or students with families struggle even more when a career
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is thrown in the mix. Many nontraditional students balance raising a family, working full-time,
and going to college.
Juggling a career while pursuing higher education is a growing trend. Seventy to eighty
percent of working learners today are involved in both the workforce and in college life
(Carnevale et al., 2015). One quarter of those students work both full-time and go to college fulltime. Time management is an issue for these students, as well as managing the work load and
schedule.
The Working Learners Report suggest that stronger ties need to be established between
the work world and the world of higher education (Carnevale et al., 2015). As post-secondary
education trends towards a career and work-based focus, learning while earning better prepares
students for their careers after college.
Learning to manage time is essential to increases the success of non-traditional students,
especially those who work full-time and have families. Students who work inconsistent
schedules, work odd hours, get distracted by technology, or otherwise have poor time
management skills, benefit from counseling or education in how to better manage time (Bisbee,
2020). Poor time management skills are also linked to higher levels of stress and anxiety. Mental
health concerns are also closely linked to poor self-confidence.
Fear and imposter syndrome are the main factors in poor student self-confidence.
Students fear they will fail even when they are doing well academically. When Spagnola and
Yagos studied fear in non-traditional students, they uncovered just how prominent it was in the
classroom (Spagnola & Yagos, 2021). They found that fear of failure, fear of success, fear of
being laughed, and fear related to cultural bias played a major role in the success or failure of
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non-traditional college students. I their study to uncover solutions to this problem, they
developed five strategies from Neuroscience to help non-traditional students succeed in the class
room. They developed these strategies for faculty to implement to help their students succeed.
Afterall, Spagnola and Yagos are both college educators.
Strategy 1 – Building Trust. The authors encourage instructors to build a relationship built on
trust with their non-traditional students. They say student fears should be recognized and put to
ease.
Strategy 2 – Develop a Holistic Learning Approach. Here the authors suggest that taking a step
back from traditional instruction and looking at what would benefit the students the most. What
real world applications could be applied to better help this student learn approach.
Strategy 3 – Conversations and Coaching That Shape Learning Experiences. Spagnola and
Yagos say that you cannot overcommunicate with non-traditional students. They call for the
classroom dynamics to change from “tell and ask” to two-way conversations. Instead of teaching
at students, they suggest a learning through conversations approach.
Strategy 4 – Mindfulness. “According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, mindfulness is a
practice of maintaining a nonjudgmental sate of heightened or complete awareness of one’s
thoughts, emotions, or experiences on a moment to moment basis” (Spagnola & Yagos, 2021,
pg. 93). They suggest that instructors be mindful of their students as individuals. Be mindful of
their home situation, their employment status, family status, and so on. Faculty has to do what is
right for the student in order for the student to succeed.
Strategy 5 – Building a Network for Student Engagement. This strategy involves getting nontraditional students involved in college life. This can involve clubs, meetings, or organizations
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created specifically for students like them. The idea is that students who feel welcomed, who feel
like they are part of something are more likely to stay than if they feel alienated, like many nontraditional students do.
Spagnola and Yagos expressed the importance of faculty and administration caring for
their students. Making students feel safe, welcomed, and included will potentially help them
succeed. Calming fears and affirming accomplishments is part of this task.
Imposter syndrome is so prevalent in the higher education system that even faculty report
high rates of it. Imposter syndrome is especially common in non-traditional college students and
leaves students feeling inadequate and like frauds. They cannot take ownership for their
accomplishments but chalk them up to luck, networking, or charm (Holden et al., 2021).
Research suggests that mental health resources are helpful with imposter syndrome. Specific
informational sessions addressing imposter syndrome and other mental health concerns are a step
in the right direction.
Recommendations
My recommendations include more research is done in the area of breaking down barriers
of non-traditional students. Financial struggles, family obligations, juggling careers, selfconfidence issues, and the covid-19 pandemic are among the top barriers non-traditional students
battle on their journey to success. Universities and other post-secondary education institutions
must do more to support these students.
Higher education institutions must educate students holistically. Faculty and
administration must look at the whole student and find ways to teach in ways that will promote
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success. Non-traditional students are proven to be dedicated, hardworking, and resilient,
institutions must retain them.
Last dollar scholarships are becoming more common and may be a solution to covering
the cost of college. The problem with last dollar scholarships are they usually only cover tuition
and fees. As the data shows, room and board costs more than tuition and fees on average. Grants
have become more accessible over the last few years, and can be used to cover any higher
education expense.
Counseling and mental health services have been more prevalent and abundant but more
needs to be done. Higher education has a high prominence of mental health disorders like
anxiety, depression, and stress. Fear, imposter syndrome, and low self-esteem all have strong
correlations with mental health concerns. Even poor time management can be linked to metal
health. Post-secondary education institutions must provide additional mental services, make them
more accessible, and work to break the stigma around mental health treatment.
Conclusion
With seventy four percent of all post-secondary education enrollments meeting at least
one criterion of being a non-traditional student, more research must be conducted to find
solutions to the failure rate of these students. Despite nearly half of non-traditional students
failing or dropping out of college, the enrollment trend of non-traditional students has been
steadily increasing for years.
Institutions of higher education in the United States predate the birth of our country. The
early deep values of producing prestigious, religious, scholarly, white men has been hard to fall
away from. Most college students who enroll in higher education today are not traditional, 18-
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24-year olds. Yet, that is the population that is better served in higher education institutions
today.
Identifying barriers is the first step in increasing success of non-traditional students.
Financial struggles, including the cost of tuition and fees, the real cost of college, the net cost of
college, poverty, housing and food insecurity are all common barriers for on and off campus
students. Completing the FAFSA, understanding the different types of financial aid,
understanding the real cost of college, comparing schools and offers, and participating in work
study programs are ways that students can help themselves. Last dollar scholarships, increasing
accessible grants, and increasing food and housing resources are ways that governments and
institutions can help ease the burden of financial struggles.
Family obligations too often force non-traditional students to choose between their
families and their education. They struggle to find day care and miss out on their children
growing up. The work load is often too much as well. On campus day care facilities are
becoming more popular and not only solves the child care problem but student parents are closer
to their children and do not miss as much. Instructors being mindful that their students have full
lives outside of the classroom is also important.
Juggling a career and attending college full time is a growing and troublesome trend in
higher education. While it is necessary for non-traditional students to work, it is difficult to
balance the work load and manage time. College and career pathways are proposed ideas to help
students earn credentials as they work and earn a paycheck. Career counseling and time
management counseling has been proven to help as well. Increased mental health resources will
help non-traditional students cope with these barriers.
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Self-confidence is the largest barrier because it can be linked to all of the other barriers
and can be found in all non-traditional and traditional students alike. Fear is the major issue in
these students. Fear of failure, fear of success, cultural related fears, fears of being laughed at,
can cripple students’ ability to succeed. Imposter syndrome plagues students from all walks of
life. Students who lack support suffer even more. Highly correlated with fear, imposter syndrome
and lack of support, lies mental health concerns. Depression, anxiety, and stress are so prevalent
that most institutions now have mental health resources available.
Additional resources form higher education institutions are needed to help non-traditional
students succeed. Food and housing insecure resources, career counselling and mental health
resources have to be increased and made more accessible. Faculty and staff have to change their
perception of non-traditional students and change the way they teach. They have to take a
holistic view of the student sand approach learning in a way that will best benefit the student.
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Appendix A

Figure 1 is a painting of Harvard University in its early years.
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Appendix B

Figure 2 is a photograph of Alexander Lucius Twilight. In 1823, he became the first known
African-American man to graduate from college.

Winter, K. J. (2007, January 17). Alexander Twilight (1795-1857) • BlackPast. BlackPast.
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/twilight-alexander-1795-1857/

61

Appendix C

Figure 3 shows the real cost of college at varying institution types.
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Appendix D

Figure 4 shows the changes in poverty rates in counties that have universities. The off-campus
student population affects the poverty rates, displayed here.

Benson, C., & Bishaw, A. (2018). Small and Large College Towns See Higher Poverty Rates.
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Appendix E

Figure 5 shows the education attainment of adults based on early life patterns.

(Goldrick Rab & Sorensen, 2010)
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Appendix F

Figure 6 shows the variation in the careers and majors that young working learners and mature
working learners choose.
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